Telephone interviews were conducted with 17 leaders in the IS academic field. The leaders shared their views on the current status of the IS field in terms of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats facing the discipline.
I. INTRODUCTION
Information systems (IS) is the "new-kid on the block" in comparison to other business school disciplines. With roots in general systems theory, computer science, accounting, management science, and electronic data processing (from the world of practice), IS degree programs first surfaced in the mid-to-late 1960s.
Faculty willing to take on the professional risks and challenges associated with birthing a new academic discipline staffed these programs.
The emergence of IS as a discipline faced many challenges, obstacles, and problems over the last 30 years. For example, several excellent universities continue to be slow to recognize IS and to provide the resources needed to offer courses beyond basic PC literacy. The rigor of IS research was sometimes questioned by other business school faculty who judged our research to be methodologically weak. As the importance of IS in the business world grew, older, more established academic disciplines such as management science and accounting often tried to claim IS as part of their domain.
The rewards of being an IS academic are substantial, however. It's an open field where new faculty can quickly assume substantial roles in the profession. We teach exciting "stuff" that is in high demand by students and businesses alike. The opportunities for interesting, important research are unlimited; every technological advance creates new research opportunities.
The condition of the field is mixed.
It has many strengths and weaknesses, and there are opportunities and threats. And much like in business today, the rate of change in the profession is increasing. Every year new issues emerge for the discipline.
II. THE STUDY
Against this backdrop, we decided to investigate the current state of the IS academic discipline (not the IS profession as a whole). In our literature review (e.g., teaching, promotion and tenure) take place informally over lunches and at conferences. This situation is likely to change, however, now that the Association for Information Systems exists with a charter to address IS discipline issues and the potential for the Communications of AIS to serve as a forum for discussing issues.
To study the current state of the IS academic discipline, we interviewed leaders in the IS field. It was believed that such people would have the experience and perspective to provide an insightful assessment. A leader was defined as someone who either:
• Publishes frequently in leading IS journals;
• Served as a conference chair for ICIS or the AIS Americas Conference (AMCIS); or • Served as an officer in a leading professional organization.
Using these criteria, a list of possible study participants was created. Each person on the list was e-mailed to ask about his or her willingness to participate in the study. Table 1 identifies the 17 leaders who participated, except for two who preferred anonymity. All of the leaders included in the study are at North
American universities and the findings should be interpreted with this in mind.
The interviews were conducted from October -November 1998. Data was collected through taped telephone interviews that were 15-30 minutes in length. The interviewers followed a script that asked each leader about his or her perceptions of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats facing the field (i.e., SWOT analysis). Little probing was done except for clarification and to ensure that the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats were covered. At the end of the interviews, the participants were asked Percentage of Total 100% 82% 76% 71% 64% 59% 59% 59% 53% 36%
whether they would like to receive a draft copy of the manuscript and all indicated that they would. They were also asked whether we could attribute comments to them, and most were willing to do so, subject to their review of the manuscript.
The taped interviews were transcribed and reviewed by the authors.
Some issues surfaced repeatedly in the interviews, which suggests their importance. Several issues were mentioned by only a single or a few leaders, but were very interesting. Nine major categories of issues were developed to A draft of the manuscript was e-mailed to the study participants. Eight leaders responded with comments that ranged from "very interesting paper" to suggestions for improving the manuscript. The list of major issues remained the same but a few changes were made to the discussion of the issues.
III. THE FINDINGS
Each of the issues is multifaceted and they all contain sub-issues. Most of the issues have strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats associated with them; seldom is an issue, for example, only a strength or weakness. In the discussion of the issues, we describe the various aspects of each issue. This was judged to be a better way of organizing the findings rather than discussing them by the SWOT categories. While there is agreement among the leaders on many issues, there are interesting differences of opinion on others. While the leaders are the source of the issues, the authors are responsible for categorizing and organizing the issues and putting the differences of opinion in perspective.
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THE CORE IDENTITY OF IS
The most frequently mentioned issue facing the IS academic discipline is the question of the field's core identity. The question at the heart of this issue has three parts:
• Is there a core identity?
• If so, what is it? and
• If not, should there be one?
Each of the leaders focused on different aspects of these questions; their answers provide an interesting view on not only the question of identity, but also on the nature of the IS academic field.
Almost every academic discipline strives to have a unique identity, a difference in what it researches and teaches that differentiates it from other fields. For many disciplines, the boundary is clear. For example, the identities for mathematics, physics, and accounting have been well established over time through cumulative research, unique bodies of knowledge, over-arching paradigms or central theories, and contributions to other fields (in terms of theory or concepts). It is difficult for a young field such as IS, however, to establish a unique identity, but our leaders generally agree that on each of the above criteria, IS made progress since its founding.
An obstacle to the establishment of an identity for the IS field is the diversity of its research. This diversity has two parts:
1. the large number of reference disciplines that IS draws upon, and 2. the technology and phenomena studied. None of the leaders think this development is likely to happen. First, IS is more relevant to organizations than OR/MS was. Also, there was never a strong, welldefined job market for undergraduates with a degree in OR/MS. By contrast, there is a tremendous market for programmers, systems analysts, database specialists, telecommunications specialists, end user support personnel, and consultants with an undergraduate IS degree. None of our leaders thinks that IT will become so much of a commodity that these jobs will cease to exist in the foreseeable future. Students major in areas where there are plentiful, high paying jobs, which should result in the continuing demand for IS faculty who will teach students seeking an IS education. It is certainly true that because we are a new discipline, we have not had the time to develop either the reputation or the traditions of older, more established fields such as finance or accounting. We have not yet built up a large body of knowledge that we can point to and claim as uniquely our own, nor have we developed research methodologies of our own, and we still draw heavily upon reference disciplines for theory. Our leaders point out that these are not fundamental problems, however, despite the objections sometimes raised by researchers in other fields and Promotion and Tenure committees. These problems will subside over time.
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Other challenges to the legitimacy of the IS field hinge on the question of research rigor and relevance (discussed in more detail in the Research Rigor versus Relevance section below). On one hand, other academics may sometimes feel that our research is not as rigorous as it should be, while on the other hand, practice tends to lose interest if it is not readable and fails to meet their current needs. To play to one constituency too much causes problems with the other.
Although legitimacy is not yet established, the general sentiment among the leaders is that the associated current problems, such as the availability of resources and difficulties in receiving promotion and tenure, do not threaten the long-term survival of the field. IS is still a new discipline, relative to others in the university, and legitimacy will largely be just a matter of time.
COMPETITORS TO WHAT WE TEACH AND RESEARCH
The leaders expressed concern over competitors to the IS discipline.
These competitors take several forms. First, there remains a concern as to whether IS can maintain and expand its position as an independent discipline.
While demand is great for our product, some business school faculty members perceive IS as simply a set of tools, not a separate discipline. It was pointed out The concern was expressed that IS could be absorbed into other organizational units such as accounting or schools of information technology.
One leader talked in-depth about schools of information technology, which have either been created or are being considered at a number of universities.
They are being formed as a response to industry's needs for more people with IT skills. The organizing and staffing of schools of information technology can be done in multiple ways. The school can be housed in business, engineering, or be a freestanding unit. Computer science, information systems, and other faculty can be moved to the school; new faculty can be hired specifically for the school;
or the school can utilize a matrix organizational design. These arrangements have anywhere from minor to major impacts upon faculty, IS programs, and business schools.
As a case in point, consider the substantial consequences of moving the IS programs and faculty from the business school to a school of information technology. Students would most likely have fewer business courses in their education and arguably might reduce their opportunities for managerial careers.
Faculty would be grouped with faculty from other academic environments and cultures, with the potential for conflict over issues such as the appropriateness of different research methods, "hard versus soft" research, the quality of different publication outlets, promotion and tenure requirements, faculty responsibilities for obtaining external funding to gain release time for research, and the differences in faculty salaries in different disciplines. Business schools would also likely suffer, especially with the growing need for all business majors to obtain more IT education. Schools would have to rebuild IS expertise in some way to prepare students for the current and emerging business world.
While schools of information technology provide new opportunities, the concerned leader feels that the threats posed to IS faculty and the disciple are greater. He also feels that because there are strong drivers behind schools of IT, they should be taken seriously. He describes it this way: "When the business community wants something and the president of the university feels the 
RESEARCH RIGOR VERSUS RELEVANCE
Our leaders feel that one of the most difficult tasks facing the IS academic discipline is to strike an appropriate balance between the rigor and relevance of our research. At the heart of this issue is the question of who is the target audience for IS research and to what extent should we tailor our research to fit that audience. IS is an applied discipline and our research should be relevant to practice, but as the field matures and evolves, we want our work to be more rigorous and scientific. The problem is that to play too much to one audience potentially alienates the other. Rigorous research is the mark of a true science and the basis for our evaluation by our peers in other disciplines, but research that is too removed from the world of practice generates little interest on the part of industry. As an applied discipline, we are very interested in what is well received in the world of practice.
The leaders agree that IS research has become more rigorous. Some feel strongly that increased rigor is critical to the further development of the IS field. It marks IS as a true science, generates respect from other disciplines, and helps create success in university processes, such as the granting of tenure and promotion. They feel that our research should be of sufficient quality and value that it is cited and used by other disciplines. These leaders also believe that greater rigor has value for practice. It helps insure that research findings are valid. Theory based research helps in understanding and predicting not only today's phenomena but also those that will occur in the future.
Other leaders are not against rigorous research per se, but question the tradeoffs that often must be made. Several examples were given. To publish in leading journals, researchers frequently select topics that were studied in the past and lend themselves to rigorous methods. Other topics that are more important to industry are not studied because they are perceived to be risky in terms of their publication potential and difficult to investigate in rigorous ways.
For example, group support systems in a decision room environment continue to be heavily studied even though their use in industry is limited, while more important topics to practice such as systems integration, enterprise resource For years, economics was referred to as the "mother discipline" of business because so many fields have origins and close links to it. However, one leader thinks that it is time to rethink this reference. "Today, information technology is the most common denominator for business school disciplines. It is more important for students to understand than economics."
Because IT is important to other fields, other disciplines threaten to take over some of the most interesting topics. To some extent, this change has already occurred, as illustrated by database marketing and data mining in marketing, the use of IT for competitive advantage in management, and the resurgent interest in accounting information systems by accounting. One leader referred to this as taking over our "intellectual property."
Because of our IT knowledge opportunities abound on our college campuses. One is to be a leader in the use of IT for instructional purposes. A particular example is distance learning, which is restructuring how education is delivered to non-traditional students (i.e., over 22, working, non-campus resident) and even impacts the teaching of traditional students. Several leaders expressed the belief that unless traditional universities, in general, and business schools, in particular, become aggressive in distance learning that competitors will take much of a very lucrative market. One participant raised a pessimistic note, however, and mused that IS faculty probably will not seize the opportunity because promotion and tenure practices do not encourage this kind of activity. Moore's law (i.e., the doubling of chip speed every 18-24 months) is alive and well in the world today, and seems to apply as much to technology in the broader sense as it does to processor capacity. Technology is growing and changing so rapidly that what may seem to be the next printing press goes the way of the hula-hoop in a short matter of time. The changing environment presents a problem for a field that is based on the study of technology; at best, any new line of research is a gamble that the technology under consideration will still be of interest once the study is published. In the opinion of our leaders, the lead-time between the introduction of new technologies and when our research is completed and published is intolerably long.
To some degree, the increasing demand for our classes by students and the popularity of computer technology is based on the fact that technology itself draws interest in our society. In the words of Rick Watson, "we study interesting things," and that gets peoples' attention.. The popularity of computer-based technology in the media fuels this phenomenon; we are riding a wave of "cool," Systems. The study participants are nearly unanimous that the quality of our academic journals is increasing and is comparable to other disciplines.
Especially during the last five years, the number of IS journals grew substantially One group of leaders applauds the increase, citing several benefits.
First, the additional journals provide more publication outlets for IS research, which is important for the large number of junior IS faculty members who must go through their university's promotion and tenure process. Second, like most academic disciplines, the IS field became more specialized. It also has many reference disciplines with their own topics, research methods, and theories.
Many of the new journals such as the Journal of Global Information Technology Management and the Journal of Information Technology Cases and Applications
allow specialized scholarship to flourish. Finally, the additional journals encourage innovative and different kinds of research. Researchers are unlikely to study topics unless there is an outlet for their work. If there were only a few high-quality journals, researchers would tend to research topics using methods previously published in these journals. New electronic journals such as the Communications of AIS also encourage research diversity. Because electronic journals shorten the cycle time from when a manuscript is submitted for publication until it is (electronically) published, researchers no longer need to avoid topics where the "shelf life" is short, fearing that the manuscript will be out of date before it is published.
For several reasons, another group of leaders is more critical of the increase in the number of journals. These leaders question the quality and contribution of some of the new journals, and feel that lesser quality journals (no specific journals were mentioned) reflect poorly on the field and diminish how published by profit-oriented companies rather than by academic organizations, which brings several issues and practices into question. Because of the profit motive, the companies that publish the journals commonly have high subscription rates for libraries, which may limit the dissemination of knowledge to those people who have access to a resource-rich library. There is also little rotation of Editors and Editorial Boards, which can stifle new ideas and approaches, even though the journals were originally introduced to provide new opportunities. And finally, the commitment to the journal and the field may be tenuous. The "plug was pulled" on several new IS journals after only a few issues were published.
Another concern is that the large number of specialized journals contributes to our identity problem (see The Core Identity of IS section). It is also difficult to keep up with all of the journals. Bob Zmud raised a final point. He suggests that the pool of good reviewers is small and that the new journals are stretching this pool thin. Having thorough and fair reviews is essential to the publication process and the advancement of the field.
THE DEMAND FOR IS SERVICES
"The good news," says Eph McLean, "is that there is a tremendous demand for our services; but the bad news is that there is tremendous demand for our services." There is perhaps no statement that expresses the paradoxical nature of this issue better; while demand is one of the most important strengths of the field, it also is one of its most dangerous threats. The reason for this duality is that demand has two components: demand itself and supply. While there is universal excitement across the field about the tremendous popularity and demand for IS knowledge, the short supply of resources to meet this demand introduces many potential problems. Each of the aspects of demand, therefore, introduces both positive and negative impacts, as the participants in our study were quick to point out.
Perhaps the most striking and ubiquitous aspect of demand is the strong demand by students for IS courses and degree programs. Student enrollment in had positive effects on the field; increasing student demand is enabling to any academic program because, if sustainable, it can lead to more resources, better standing, and better industry connections for the discipline. Student demand certainly has its downside, however. Faculty sizes lagged behind the growing demand, existing resources were spread out over the short run, and potentially the quality of instruction and research in IS programs can go down. The question as to which factor, the positive or the negative, is the most important is largely related to time; if the demand is not a mere fad but rather is indicative of a fundamental change in the business school landscape, then universities will ultimately allocate more resources and assign greater importance to IS programs or risk falling behind in the increasingly competitive world of higher education. If the demand is a short-term spike, on the other hand, concerns over the short supply of resources are unfounded. However, no one seems to believe the spike hypothesis. All of the participants in our study agree that the increasing student demand for our services is not something that will go away any time soon but will continue into the foreseeable future.
The same is also the case with the second aspect of demand, the demand by industry for our products (i.e., our students). Demand by industry is an even more fundamental issue than student demand. Even though student demand seems to be the more immediate of the two, it is fueled by the critical need in the business world for IS professionals. This need implies more jobs and higher salaries for students, thereby increasing student demand for IS studies, and in turn reflecting well upon the field as ever growing numbers of IS graduates fill professional positions in industry. The recognition of the importance of our education by industry also created a demand for our training by professionals who realize that they will need IS skills to be able to continue to operate in the increasingly technological marketplace. Organizations as well as individuals are coming to this conclusion, and are constantly looking for new IS research, tools, and training to sustain or develop competitive advantage. As a result of this some of our research and consulting services are finding more customers in practice. 
ICIS AND AIS
ICIS is widely regarded by the leaders as a "jewel" among the IS field's treasures. Since its inception in 1980, it has been the field's premier international research conference. Over the years it held "must attend" status among the field's leaders and been a showcase for IS research. The leaders point out that it is well regarded by people in other disciplines and helped create a positive identity for the field.
Though highly successful, ICIS is unusual for a field's leading conference.
ICIS is neither organized nor run by an academic professional organization (in comparison to, for example, the Academy of Management or the American Accounting Association national conferences). ICIS' charter is to be a research conference and the conference is not designed to address the full range of issues that are important to an academic discipline. As one study participant stated it, "ICIS is a great conference, but it masked the field's problems, because it handled some, but not all, of the things that are important to a discipline." In the early 1990s, the IS field was experiencing difficult times --job opportunities were down, some of the field's best young people were being denied promotion and tenure, and the IS course was being voted out of the MBA core curriculum at several leading schools. This condition led Bill King and other leaders in the field to create the Association for Information Systems (AIS) for the purpose of serving as "the premier global organization for academicians specializing in Information Systems." AIS was designed to perform those tasks--participating in AACSB meetings, recommending curricula, publishing journals--that are important for a profession but were beyond the charter of ICIS.
Several of the leaders mentioned that AIS is a strength in the field and that it will increasingly be so. Its activities are becoming more interrelated with those of ICIS, such as a shared business office and joint placement activities, which should lead to better integrated efforts on behalf of the profession. There were concerns expressed about AIS, however, and they have to do with the AIS Americas' conference (now called AMCIS to avoid confusion with the Australian Conference on Information Systems, ACIS). One leader worries about spreading scarce human resources over two conferences (AMCIS and ICIS) and the possible confusion associated with having two major conferences (e.g., which one to attend, if attending only one is possible). Another leader is concerned that the relaxed research standards of AIS Americas (much higher acceptance rates than ICIS) reflect poorly on the field. Another leader believes quite differently, however. He points out that the major purpose of AMCIS is to serve the entire IS academic community, not just the research community, and that this is consistent with the mission of AIS. AMCIS is a place where people from teaching as well as research institutions can go to participate. A wide variety of sessions are held (e.g., research in progress, doctoral student research, and tutorials). The conference is similar to INFORMS in this regard. The more restrictive nature of ICIS makes it difficult for many people to be on the conference program and receive the associated benefits (e.g., publication in the proceedings, universitypaid conference expenses). programs. These maturity related-issues will disappear with time, but they currently are a weakness of the field.
The second interesting issue is the Y2K problem. Dick Welke discussed this issue in terms of a "ping and a pong" effect. When the millennium turns, there may be a popular backlash (the "ping") against IT and all of those who are associated with it as a result of whatever problems may arise from the millennium bug. This effect may create a feeling of distrust and resentment that could dampen our image briefly. The "pong" of this, however, is that industry leaders will certainly have a new understanding of the importance of IT and IT professionals. , This, in turn, will result in an increased emphasis on IS over the long run. It will certainly be interesting to see how the field of IS fares through the potential impending millennium crisis and to what extent the ping and the pong affect what we do.
IV. CONCLUSION
"On the whole, I'm optimistic," says Varun Grover about the future of the IS field. This sentiment is shared by almost all of the participants in our study. Despite the field's problems, our leaders are glad to be part of the IS academic community.
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The set of issues raised by the leaders is interesting; some issues were expected to be mentioned, such as the demand for our courses, but others, such as the potential impact of the Y2K problem, were unanticipated. As Table 1 shows, some issues were raised repeatedly, and the observations about them were often similar.
Most interesting, however, are the issues where the leaders have different opinions. These differences are largely research related and surfaced in the discussions of the quality and quantity of journals, legitimacy of the field, research rigor versus relevance, ICIS and AIS, and the core identity of the field.
It is an oversimplification to say that there are two camps, but some of the perspectives put leaders at different ends of a continuum. For example, some leaders are especially interested in the quality of IS research. They want it to be rigorous, and while they also want it to be relevant, they are more interested in developing and testing theories that transcend the temporal issues of the day.
They believe that rigorous research adds to the legitimacy of the field, especially if it follows commonly accepted social science research paradigms. These leaders would like to have only a few high-quality journals and are concerned that the AIS Americas Conference accepts too many weak papers. The other group of leaders is not against rigorous research; they would not have been included in our group of leaders if they were. Rather, they are concerned with the needs of additional constituencies, even if it means that research of lesser rigor is published. They believe that our research should be of interest and value to the current business world. Additional journals provide more opportunities for our junior faculty to publish and for specialized research to flourish, and the AIS America's Conference provides a useful variety of sessions with opportunities for many people to be on the program. These leaders are less concerned about having a common paradigm that defines the field and its own theories that help
give it legitimacy. It would be interesting to study how other "leaders" and constituencies view the current status of the IS academic discipline. Possible groups include IS faculty at non-North American universities or at teaching-oriented schools, deans of business schools, and the business community. One would speculate that research issues would be less important for some of these groups.
Editor's Note: This article was received on June 18, 1999. It was with the author approximately one week for 1 revision. It was published on July 7, 1999
